Association of in vitro immune functions with the severity of the disease in rheumatoid arthritis.
The production of immunoglobulins in vitro by lymphocytes from rheumatoid patients has been earlier shown to be defective. This report describes a 2-year follow up study which shows that this defect is associated with the severity of RA. Pokeweed mitogen and Staphylococcus aureus Cowan I were used to stimulate in vitro immunoglobulin production by lymphocytes from patients with recent onset RA, and the relationship of responses to clinical characteristics were studied. Impaired polyclonal IgM synthesis, already detectable at the onset of disease, associated with joint destructions observed after a 2-year follow up period. Further, phytohaemagglutinin-induced interleukin-2 (IL-2) release by the cells of patients with erosive disease was found to be reduced compared to cells from patients without eroded joints. The results indicate that altered immune functions--manifested as decreased production of IgM and IL-2--in RA are involved in the progression of the disease and affect the outcome of patients and, thus, represent an unfavourable prognostic feature.